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[Paper ® rst received, July 1998; in ® nal form, May 1999]
Summary. Commentary around the electronic media has raised issues of political action,
community formation and changing identities. This paper explores how the notions of `public
space’ can inform this debate over electronic media. It examines the metaphorical adoption of
urban models to look at electronic sociality and suggests four principle approaches: cities set in
or against world ¯ ows, suburbanised telecities, communitarian visions and accounts that appeal
to a renewed public sphere. The paper examines how these share many assumptions. However,
instead of trying to sift these metaphors by contrasting them to a purported real world, the paper
examines how they shape an electronic architecture. Spatial metaphors and electronic practices
are seen as entangled and shaping each other. The paper suggests that the different metaphors
for the city re¯ ect a range of anxieties about and desires for urban life. In this sense, the `real’
city is the inde® nable complexity and folding of spacesÐ lying outside the visualisations offered
of cyberspace.
Introduction
Cyberspace as a whole, and networked virtual
environments in particular, allow us to not only
theorize about potential architectures informed
by the best of current thought, but to actually
construct such spaces for human inhabitation in
a completely new kind of public realm. This
does not imply a lack of constraint, but rather a
substitution of one kind of rigour for another.
When bricks become pixels, the tectonics of
architecture becomes informational. (Novak,
1995, p. 4/4).
When it comes to thinking about the city and
information and communication networks,
we need to address the question what is
`urban’ about these networks at all? I suggest
it is less the location of access points than
interactional spaces created. These are often
organised using an urban architecture. I be-
gin by examining accounts that look to the
dislocation of the city, its overextension and
disappearance. Following this are accounts
that see a suburban mode of experienceÐ a
telematic `Cyberville’ .1 Opposing this, some
point to electronic networks revitalising com-
munities. Then I wish to address arguments
for the transformation of the public sphere.
Through these contrasting stances, I want to
explore a view linking these discontinuous
visions into a labyrinthine view of the city, of
different media and associated spatialities
folding into one another.
Using spatial metaphors for the sub-
routines and programmes of software is not
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unproblematic. These metaphors of `elec-
tronic space’ organise the experience of elec-
tronic technologies into techno-spatial
practices that embody particular conceptions
of cyberspace (Kneale, 1999, p. 206). Do the
current imagined spatial ontologies, applied
to software worlds, inhibit possibilities by
mapping them into conventional understand-
ings (Novak, 1995, p. 4/3)? Spatial
metaphors make the low-level abstractions of
machine code tangible, but may naturalise
some con® gurations of cyberspace; thus im-
ages of (techno-)frontiers may offer connota-
tions of a mythical, individualistic libertarian
past with a faith in progress, while (infor-
mation) highways and their ilk bring the
baggage of state intervention (see Jones,
1998, p. 2; Lockard, 1996; Rowe, 1996).
And yet we cannot bypass spatial representa-
tions, because they are an idiom through
which networks are experienced. The city is
both object and metaphor in a re¯ exive sys-
tem where the imagining of electronic space
is vital to creating it. This paper suggests that
spatial metaphors provide what Derrida
might call the `hauntology’ of cyberspace;
not grounding but structuring absences,
where their apparent solidity and common-
sense make for both their utility and their
limits. To explore this, the paper traces
through accounts of urban and electronic
space, connected to often very distinct spatial
imaginaries and fostering particular appropri-
ations and creations of electronic spaces.
Through this it suggests that these spatial
imaginaries and symbols articulate the city
through a series of differentiated anxieties.
World Cities and the World Wired City
Just as chaos and complexity have
switched polarities from negative to posi-
tive, so too are all the expressions of dis-
junction and discontinuity being revisited
as forms of a higher order. Unlike the
disjunction of collage that has character-
ized much of this century, the new disjunc-
tion is one of morphing (Novak, 1995).
The city is not perhaps the most obvious scale
at which to discuss an information revolution
involving a global `datascape’ . Here I want to
draw out three takes on the city in global
context before progressing in later sections
to consider alternate urban templates. Two
related versions depict world cities with
increased communication and information
¯ ows. A third sees the metropolis expand to
constitute a world-wide city, a single
omnipolis. A ® rst take emphasises net-
worked information and communication tech-
nologies, or telematics, as extending existing
command-and-control functions in `world
cities’ , highlighting their positions in a global
order (Luithlen, 1998; Sassen, 1997, 1998).
There may be bifurcating paths for cities
in the global information economy, also
within cities, where dominant sectors use
enhanced communication to increase their
sphere of control, while others are being
managed and still others are cut out of the
system altogether (Aurigi and Graham, 1998,
pp. 63±65). However, even dominant cultures
are not delocalised. Structural position does
not just create dominance, this has to be
actively produced in that locale (Sassen,
1997, pp. 5 and 7). Even then it is too easy to
read the speed and distanciation of communi-
cation technologies as imbuing the lives of
their users with similar properties (Thrift,
1996).
In an alternative take on the global order,
Castells (1989, 1996) ¯ ips these arguments of
extended command and control, depicting
cities overwhelmed by ¯ ows of information.
Charting the increasing ¯ ows of information
along digital conduits, suggests the growing
importance of informational space. For
Castells, the city as a place of embedded
cultures is eroded by delocalised ¯ ows. The
speci® cally urban question diminishes with
states, let alone cities, forming just ª nodes of
a broader framework of powerº (Castells,
1996, p. 304). Picking up many of the same
themes, a third reading sees an expansion of
the urban. Guattari (1992b, p. 124) suggests
that, whereas particular cities were at the apex
of world systems in various epochs,
a capital dominating the world economy
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no longer exists. There is instead an
`archipelago of cities’ or even, more pre-
cisely, sub-ensembles of big cities, con-
nected by telematic means and a great
diversity of communication media. One
might say that the world-city of contem-
porary capitalism has been deterritorial-
ized, that its various components have
been scattered over the surface of a multi-
polar urban rhizome.
The account moves from cosmopolis to om-
nipolis, one virtual city of which others are
suburbs, where ª the virtual space of the
telecommunications era is gearing up to take
over from the geography of nationsº (Virilio,
1997, p. 84). This disaggregation and disas-
sembly is linked to an existence that sees
everything circulate yet difference erode.
Networks produce an existential nomadism
where
the contemporary human being is funda-
mentally Deterritorialized. By that I
mean that his [sic] originary ethological
territoriesÐ body, clan, villae, cult, corpor-
ationÐ are no longer ¼ ® xed to a precise
point of the earth but essentially incrust
themselves in incorporeal universes. Sub-
jectivity has entered the realm of a gener-
alized nomadism (Guattari, 1992b, p. 123).
Virilio (1997) though warns that this hyper-
communicability does not offer freedom but
an instant, technologised, totalitarian control
and response. Cyber-enthusiasts too often
portray time, space and material as con-
straints to be overcome or transcended into a
realm of `real-time’ interaction. And yet, the
political fantasy of immediacy and the sup-
pression of distance have been linked to the
aesthetics of Nazism (Ronnell, 1989, p. 9). If
this instantaneity dominates then:
decentralization would take on an alto-
gether different sense from that of auton-
omy accorded to regions, it would signal
the end of the unity of place of the old
political theater of the city, and its immi-
nent replacement by a unity of time, a
chronopolitics of intensivity and interac-
tivity, `technicity’ succeeding the conti-
nuity [long dureÂe] of the City, architecture
of information systems de® nitively replac-
ing the system of architecture and of con-
temporary urbanism (Virilio, 1998, p. 61).
What these latter two approaches add to the
® rst is that telematics do not occur in or
between urban spaces but produce a new
form of space±time. Whereas the city was
the intensi® cation of space to overcome time,
now urban space is not a space and time that
contains action, but an interactive, real-time
cityscape (Graham, 1997, p. 32). Virilio’ s
dystopian vision replaces politics based
around public and private spaces, local and
global, with a series of intermingling and
con¯ icting temporal modalitiesÐ a chrono-
politics created by instantaneous transmission
bringing formerly discrete space±times into
contact (Boyer, 1996, p. 19; Ronnell, 1989,
p. 79)Ð where the differentials between
speeds of production, dissemination and
comprehension for different kinds of infor-
mation jar (Wark, 1994, p. 17). Virilio points
to an immobilised, trans® xed spectator sub-
ject to bombardment by thousands of images
crossing the living room every day. The glo-
bal has imploded and the catastrophic centre
is right on the couch. Whereas the modern
city was marked by the generalised mobility
of its embodied population through mass
transit or motor vehicles, now it is the virtual
city that moves leaving the population in a
generalised inertia (Virilio, 1995, p. 2; 1989).
Following Eisenstein’ s distinction between
architectural space, a series of forms entered
into and moved through, and cinematic space
with motion passing a motionless subject
(Friedberg, 1993; Madanipour, 1996), urban
experience becomes an image-event.
It is this sense of novel space±times that I
want to keep from these approaches. The
world-wide city is less a node, or heroic
actor, than a `phantom city’ composed of the
assembled ruinous landscapes of past tech-
nologies, producing multiple and competing
temporalities; leading to a sense of a city
where our experiences, histories and memor-
ies are diversely mediatised (Burgin, 1997;
Guattari, 1992a; Ostwald, 1997). The result-
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ant overexposed city is a hollow place with-
out a unity of time. Where
constructed geographical space has been
replaced by chronological topographies,
where immaterial electronic broadcast
emissions decompose and eradicate a
sense of place, the city lost form except as
connector or membrane (Boyer, 1996,
p. 19).
Cities are no longer unitary entities with
bounded insides and outsides (Mazzoleni,
1990, p. 100; Mandarini, 1998). The relation-
ship between micro and macro spaces is not
linear expansion, or inside and outside, but a
series of knots and spirals. The urban wall,
the boundary that made the city coherent, has
been replaced by a range of imbricated
spaces at different scales. This is not the
classical polis of Habermas or Arendt, but a
Babylonian
world cityÐ a settlement of enormous
scope, which is the opposite of a com-
munity through its heterogeneity and lack
of citizenry ¼ Yet in contrast to the polis,
this cosmopolis possesses a tolerance of
diversity, the co-existence of various
groups who mingle in active street life, but
who do not join together in active citizen-
ship (Featherstone, 1998, p. 911).
However, the totalising tenor of the ac-
countsÐ where apparently everyone, every-
where experiences the same electronic
`nomadism’ , and the reduction of urban life
to the ¯ atness of the scanscape (Burrows,
1997, p. 41)Ð is problematic. They leave too
little room for the ordinary citizen and almost
none for the ordinary cityÐ or suburbÐ and
the different development paths that world-
city analysis highlights. Despite Virilio’ s
(1998) references to Mexico City, a profound
metropolitanism is revealed if we try to im-
agine a `post-colonial’ vision (Gabilondo,
1995; Robins, 1999). Although those ex-
cluded from these electronic networks are
noted, it seems for authors like Virilio (1997)
that, if one thing is worse than being swept
up in these complex networks, it is being cut
off and stranded into a local time (see Gra-
ham and Aurigi, 1997a). There is a sense that
the uneven access to this technology may
well increase rather than ameliorate social
polarisation.
Cyberville
Not a wired culture, but a virtual culture
that is wired shut: compulsively ® xated on
digital technology as a source of salvation
from the reality of a lonely culture and
radical social disconnection in everyday
life (Kroker, 1996, p. 168).
Dystopian works on virtual globalisation
have echoes in approaches seeing less urban-
isation than suburbanisation as the dominant
outcome. We have the ¯ ip side of overactive
urban nomadism in the form of suburban
cocoons (Boyer, 1996). There is no public
space where unplanned interaction might oc-
cur. Spatial separation exacerbates social di-
visions while the distribution of `bandwidth’
regulates access to the new urban spaces
(Mitchell, 1995). Physically separated by
roads and cars, en route from gated com-
munity to enclosed shopping mall, telematics
reinforce existing segregations by further re-
ducing unplanned encountersÐ deepening
the crisis of the city rather than contributing
to a solution (Robins, 1999, p. 52). As Elwes
put it:
Computer technology was designed to pro-
mote and speed up global communication
and yet the effect is somehow one of
disconnection and distance. Individuals are
increasingly locked into the isolation of
their homes ¼ and they only make contact
with the outside world through telecom-
munications and networked computer-
information systems. Not so much dis-
tance learning as living at a distance
(1993, quoted in Featherstone and Bur-
rows, 1995, p. 12).
The tele-burbanite is villain and victim at the
same time. An isolated individual, cut loose
from the sociality of urban life, separated
from the world by the pixelated screen. The
utopianist discourse offers a fantasy of es-
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cape through virtual cities that, in an Al-
thusserian sense, offer to let people live an
imaginary relationship to their real condi-
tions. Or, as Wilbur (1997, p. 14) put it,
Virtual community is the illusion of com-
munity where there are no real people and
no real communication. It is a term used
by idealistic technophiles who fail to under
stand that authentic community cannot be
engendered through technological means.
The political analysis that this leads to
suggests that:
Belief in virtual communities is an ideol-
ogy that obscures the reality underlying
the pseudo-communitarian patterns of vir-
tual interaction ¼ it is a projection, the
product of wishful thinking and desire for
the sense of belonging, fellowship, soli-
darity, nurture and safety that daily living
in modern capitalist societies routinely de-
nies to most of its citizens (Gimenez,
1997, p. 84).
Virtual realms are seen as part of a strategy
where the wealthy retreat into privatised en-
claves that promise to keep the user from the
accidents of proximity that are the grist of
living in places (Boyer, 1996; Doheny-
Farina, 1996). These anti-urban fears and
denial of embodied place animate a desire to
avoid contact (Doheny-Farina, 1996, p. xi;
Robins and Levidov, 1995, p. 115). Robins
(1995, p. 144) argues that
Virtual empowerment is a solipsistic
affair, encouraging a sense of self-
containment and self-suf® ciency, and in-
volving the denial of need for external
objects.
Coupling the roots of virtual spaces such as
`multi-user-domains’ in role-play gaming,
where players can interact in a fantasy en-
vironment controlled by programming `wiz-
ards’ (sic), with the trumpeting of `eternal’
needs that can be met, suggests not so much
alternative futures as compensatory plea-
sures:
It is a familiar old appeal to an imaginative
space in which we can occupy new identi-
ties and create new experiences to tran-
scend the limitations of our mundane lives.
It is the aesthetic of fantasy gaming; the
fag-end of Romantic sensibility. ¼ The
imagination is dead, only the technology is
new (Robins, 1995, p. 139).2
Social life is atomised, leaving individuals
seeking narcissistic pleasures in `placeless’
environments devoted to consumer capital-
ism. The mall already represents a virtual
environment in some senses. The virtual mall
is one of the endlessly heralded opportunities
promoted for the Internet. And this should
not be surprising since the average `netizen’ ,
is af¯ uent, educated and interested in con-
sumer goods (Aurigi and Graham, 1998;
Graham and Marvin, 1996). We are
promised a three-dimensional walk through
environment, with virtual reality allowing us
to inspect products and ready credit lines to
buy them. Perfectly simulated capitalism.
Stores, that need carry no stock, visited by
shopper’ s `avatars’ (computer-generated
® gures that represent the user or, better, offer
tele-presence) placing orders by electronic
cash, which lead to transactions in bank net-
works and the telematically co-ordinated,
just-in-time production of goods. Compound-
ing this is the `dataveillance’ , so-called,
where interests and actions are logged and
recorded to build up marketing pro® les of
interests. Taken to extremes it leads to a
(digital) Japanese hostess bar, where the
weary consumer is tended to by an auto-
mated hostessÐ their `personal data fairy’ Ð
while compiling the individualised marketing
pro® le (Baker, 1998). The suburban shop-
ping mall is taken to a higher order; cy-
berspace extends a general urban problem of
the commodi® cation and closure of public
space (Featherstone and Burrows, 1995,
p. 12).
However, it is surely not too much to
admit that there are forms of sociality in the
mall, nor should we forget the heterogeneity
of these semi-public, partly private spaces
from mega-malls to humble arcades. More-
over, implying a contrasting authentic, origi-
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nary urban experience seems problematic
since many of the classic locales of `public’
interaction were commercialÐ from cafes, to
department stores (Light, 1999, p. 115). Nor
is this anxiety about the city new, and it has
a counterpart, for while cyberville depicts
telematics eroding urbanity, then a more
communitarian vision sees them operating in
the opposite direction (Wellman and Gulia,
1998). Techno-communitarian accounts form
the antithesis of accounts of telematic subur-
banisation drawing opposite conclusions
from similar concerns.
Virtual Communities
If in the 1980s, virtual technologies had
been linked to the breakdown in com-
munity and ¼ the destruction of urban
form, in the Nineties they were seen as the
saviour of community life. It did not mat-
ter whether the arguments were for or
against the virtual technologies, it seemed
no case could be made without referring
both to the social consequences of the
technologies and their impact on the pub-
lic spaces of the city. This realization leads
to the thought that the rise in virtual tech-
nologies had somehow become bound
tightly with the decline in amenity of ur-
ban communal space (Ostwald, 1997,
p. 125).
Both critics and advocates of telematics start
from similar beginnings and both risk seeing
technology determining the outcome. Recent
urban history is told as a story of declining
communal space and increasing atomisation;
the difference comes in a belief that this time
technology offers a solution instead of caus-
ing further crises, that ® bre optics can recon-
nect communities broken up by tarmac. In an
uncanny restaging of classic urban accounts,
cyberspace meets Simmel and Tonnies. Sim-
mel’ s alienated, overstimulated urban
bricoleur, stitching an identity from frag-
mented sources, ® ts well with accounts of
information overload in cyberspace
(Bouchet, 1998). However, instead of this
fragmented subject, adrift in oceans of infor-
mation, there is a vision, or, as detractors
would have it, a fantasy of recreating com-
munity (McBeath and Webb, 1995). Com-
munication is not seen as a transmission of
information, as globalised accounts tend to
have it, but rather as a socially binding ritual
(Jones, 1998, p. 15).
Communication technologies are claimed
to offer possibilities for putting communal
life back together againÐ to revivify disap-
pearing informal and associational spaces
(Rheingold, 1993, p. 14). Telematics are seen
as offering pragmatic possibilities for im-
proving real lives. Hard-wires could support
local social networks.3 This has been pro-
moted as almost a direct mapping where
local initiatives could use technology to re-
vitalise their neighbourhoods (see, for exam-
ple, Schuler, 1996). So pragmatic critics like
Doheny-Farina (1996, p. xiii and 155) call
for `civic networking’ that reintegrates peo-
ple with places and the evaluation of tech-
nologies not by their global extent but by the
intensity of localised connectivity in places.
His approach locates the vitality of com-
munity in emplaced interaction, which may
be supplemented by networked communi-
cation, but relies at heart on unplanned inter-
action (see Calhoun, 1998).
A community is bound by place, which
always includes complex social and en-
vironmental necessities. It is not some-
thing you can easily join. You can’ t
subscribe to a community as you can a
discussion group on the net. It must be
lived. ¼ The hope that the incredible
powers of global computer networks can
create new virtual communities, more use-
ful and healthier than the old geographic
ones, is thus misplaced. The net seduces us
and further removes us from our locali-
tiesÐ unless we take charge of it with
speci® c community-based, local agendas
(Doheny-Farina, 1996, p. 37)
Indeed, if we look at how telematics ® t in
with other practices and communication
technologies, we can see that although they
are sui generis `delocalised’ , a lot of interac-
tion is actually between people in the same
 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on October 5, 2016usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
PUBLIC SPACE, URBAN SPACE 307
area who meet in person, telephone and share
other connections (Wellman and Gulia, 1998,
p. 179).
However, an alternate argument sees non-
localised `virtual communities’ indepen-
dently of locally embedded urban networks.
The idea that virtual communities are es-
capist or inferior is rejected, and they are
seen as co-equal with other forms of belong-
ing. Instead of spaces of informational ¯ ows,
telematics allow places to which people can
feel attachment and belonging. Real is the
description for meaningful interactionÐ be it
down a phone or face-to-face (Markham,
1998, pp. 156±162). The most prominent ex-
ponent of this view has been Howard Rhein-
gold (1993) whose folksy, homespun
`wisdom’ and west-coast style have en-
chanted and angered commentators in equal
measure. He took a computer-mediated dis-
cursive community and charted the lengthy
interactions, the gradual build-up of shared
feeling and mutual support among a spatially
dispersed group: a group, he suggested, that
eventually formed a community. To recite
one of the more famous passages of his
work, virtual communities are
social aggregations that emerge from the
Net when enough people carry
on ¼ public discussions long enough,
with suf® cient human feeling, to form
webs of personal relations in cyberspace
(Rheingold, 1993, p. 5)
He emphasises an affective electronic com-
munity to which members feel belonging.
This community then may not correspond to
the physical city, especially not if we see it
as a counter to trends for fragmentation.
Some initiatives may use electronic networks
to reinforce existing neighbourhoods, but
there is no necessary coincidence of the two.
Cyberspace, in this vision, allows know-
able, mutually supportive communities to by-
pass the spatially divisive city. Social
networks metamorphise into wired networks.
Telematics do not just overcome distance, or
simply expand space, but offer smaller more
knowable groupings a chance to form (Fern-
back, 1997). Where the modern city is be-
yond human scope, here a more direct
Platonic scale of republic can prosper with a
direct participatory politics. This means we
might look at, say, the multiplicity of dis-
cussion groups on Usenet, coming together
around shared beliefs or interests, articulat-
ing numbers of imagined communitiesÐ
communities that engage with, not replace,
existing imagery in other mediatised environ-
ments (Mitra, 1997). Just because these are
intended objects, in a phenomenological
sense, does not mean they are unreal. Rather
than judging these as authentic or not, we
might look at the different modalities
through which communities can be consti-
tuted (Baym, 1998). We might link the con-
centration on performance, the critical focus
on identity, as part of a demassi® ed politics
of identity. The urban metaphor here may
well be a displacement of the urban villages
of the Chicago school. The telematic world is
a city populated with Little Italies, and a
thousand identity-based urban villages. And
yet, the idea and practice of closed ethnic
enclaves has clear down-sides. First, these
enclaves function through policing borders to
create bounded territory (on- and off-line see
Massey, 1994; Tepper, 1996). Secondly, this
urban mosaic is itself a metaphor whose
depiction of the off-line city can be ques-
tioned. We might ask how studies tend to
focus upon and thus replicate internal link-
ages (Fennell, 1997), rather than the material,
personal and symbolic entanglements of
communities with other places. Not only
that, but the history of telematics, from the
early days of telephony, can be written in
terms of fears and disputes over boundary
maintenance (Marvin, 1988; Ronnell, 1989).
Computer-mediated communication may fol-
low telephony, which was also at ® rst re-
garded as producing arti® cial and `unreal’
relationships, as a way to maintain social
networks and other communities in times of
personal geographical mobility. Thirdly,
then, the idea of place here needs to be
examined, to ensure we do not fall into the
con¯ ation of locale and community that be-
devilled community sociology which risked
valorising place over entangled, dis-placed
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social networks and performative practice
(Jones, 1998, p. 16; Loftalian, 1996; Well-
man and Gulia, 1998, p. 169). In a symmetri-
cal but opposite reading to Cyberville, place
comes to mean the accidents of proximity
which are then portrayed as constraining or
happy (see Doheny-Farina, 1996, p. 37;
Healy, 1996, p. 62). The analogy is with
communities of common location, where in-
stead we are dealing with communities of
interest. Fourthly, networked identity does
not just fragment the social and political into
a series of standpoints based on given identi-
ties, but fragments individual identities. This
poses problems for the communitarian argu-
ment for which community is not just an
aspect of identity but where there is no a
priori identity apart from it.
This directs our attention to two powerful
factors against seeing telematics providing a
¯ owering of virtual communities. First, the
net allows ¯ uidity of identity and differenti-
ated performances to different audiences
(Stone, 1995; Kitchin, 1998, p. 90). People
do not have singular identity based
af® liations on-line (or off-line generally), but
multiple memberships where the purpose of
joining may be an individual goal. Rather
than holistic support often associated with
idealised communities, the differentiated
parts of the net (and increasingly differenti-
ated lifeworlds) often provide mutual support
through peer groups in speci® c and narrow
® elds. However, Rheingold’ s focus is on
communities for themselves, and it is ax-
iomatic for communitarians that groups
should not be means-end oriented. Rather,
the communal good should be of equal im-
port as the individual good. Secondly, net
groupings are elective. Log out. Exit. This
then does not seem to offer the sanctions that
communities often rely upon to enforce so-
cial responsibility. The intensity of affective
bonds reported by Turkle (1996) should not
obscure the ability to exit and the transitory
hold `meaningful others’ on the net have in
de® ning ourselves (Willson, 1997). We
might instead consider Herder’ s suggestion
of `willing identi® cation’ forming com-
munity (Spencer, 1996). It may then be poss-
ible to imagine some point between the
empty and determined selfÐ a sort of instru-
mental rationality within a communal ® eld.
Another way of combining the elective and
fragmented nature of people’ s involvement
with multiple telematic groupings might be
through Maffesoli’ s (1996) neo-tribesÐ
affective groupings, coming together and
separating, not simply instrumental, but pur-
posive groupings, that are partly elective.
These are groupings that are achieved rather
than being born into (Kitchin, 1998, p. 94),
that nevertheless mobilise unspoken, shared
sociality through a sense of `tactile proxim-
ity’ rather than rational order (Poster, 1998,
p. 198; Stone, 1995). However, such group-
ings might be just another form of `lifestyle
enclave’ that Bellah noted ª is fundamentally
segmental and celebrates the narcissism of
similarityº (Healy, 1996, p. 61).
It is not a case of questioning the authen-
ticity of mediated groupings (see Watson,
1997). From early telephone networks, many
social groups have relied upon mediated
communication. These groupings show that
networks cannot be simply opposed to
interactional space. But are communities the
best metaphor for groupings such as
alt.rec.music.indigo-girls? The dispersed
interest-group offers some connections to an
earlier incarnation of civil society as dis-
persed communities of scholars sustained by
correspondence. The circulation of knowl-
edge and information, leading occasionally
to informed discussion, seems to offer some
parallels (Stone, 1991) to a civil society
where agency is grounded in interaction, not
a presupposed collective identity (Jones,
1997, p. 30). The similarity then appears to
be with the self-re¯ exive critical examination
of foundational positions associated with the
outline proposed by Habermas for the public
sphere.
New Public Spaces
The geography of the modern city, like
modern technology, brings to the fore deep
seated problems in Western civilis-
ation ¼ The computer screen and the is-
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lands of the periphery are spatial after-
shocks of problems unsolved in streets and
town squares, in churches and town halls,
in houses and courtyards packing people
close together in old constructions in
stone, forcing people to touch, yet designs
which failed to arouse the awareness of
¯ esh promised in Hogarth’ s engravings
(Sennett, 1994, p. 21).
An alternative approach looks not to the
renewal of community but the public sphere.
Not just in the sense of access to and trans-
mission of information, though that is surely
part of it, but creating interactive and social
spaces seen through a classical urban vision.
The multiple associations, interest-groups
and connections form a dense web of social-
ity sustaining a civil society with a density
and plurality of aims and objectives. Traced
back to 15th-century Italian city-states, the
density of sociality offers a pluralistic space
of debate. The net recreates this possibility of
non-hierarchical discussion and free associ-
ation with new public arenasÐ possibly glo-
bal civil societies breaking out of national
polities (Bey, 1991; Frederick, 1993; Nguyen
and Alexander, 1996). The origin of a public
sphere can be linked to the emergence of
new subjectivities and personae in the early
modern period. In this period, writers argue
that the self becomes increasingly con-
structed through textual means while the
body ceases to be privileged (Stone, 1991).
The effect is the creation of a textualised and
less corporeal public persona. Indeed, it is
possible to make the case that the public
sphere has always been virtual, reliant upon,
not opposed to, texts and technology from
telephones to mass media (Jones, 1998,
p. 25; Light, 1999, p. 123) and part of an
ongoing and ramifying development of con-
geries of semi-private social spaces (Cal-
houn, 1998; Stone, 1995, p. 402). It is the
communitarian critique that too often this
decorporealisation blurred into a universal-
ism that repressed the actual speci® cities of
the subjectÐ bourgeois, white and male.
However, the approach does chime with the
play of textualised identities facilitated
through telematic means.
To reprise some signi® cant moments from
Habermas’ (1989) The Structural Transform-
ation of the Public Sphere, an informational
sector of society comprising a range of insti-
tutions allows people access to information
to foster re¯ exively aware understandings in
a condition of relative autonomy (Webster,
1995). Habermas argues that the sphere is in
decline through the increasing ability of
states and corporations to manipulate infor-
mation and thus discussion through public
relations, advertising and so forth. Despite
his distrust of historicism, Habermas seems
to locate a golden age of the public sphere in
the 17th and 18th centuries linked to certain
urban institutions and spaces. The crucial
loci are the coffee houses of 17th-century
London and the salons of 18th-century
ParisÐ both, we should note, semi-private
(Light, 1999, p. 115). These offered an arena
for a rising class fraction to articulate itself
against a feudal state. Habermas is notori-
ously dif® cult to pin down in terms of con-
crete spatial implications for public space
(Howell, 1993). Yet there are parallels with
computer-mediated communication: ® rst,
distribution and access to information; sec-
ondly, the relationship to media institutions.
On both counts, the net, being less control-
lable and based on many-to-many exchanges,
has been proclaimed as remedying the crises
Habermas depicts. Thirdly, in terms of the
salons and coffee houses, could we not see
discussion groups and so on in this light, as
spaces of associational democracy (Fern-
back, 1997; Gimenez, 1997, p. 87; Weston,
1997)?
The decentralised and non-hierarchical
system seems to resist the distortions Haber-
mas depicts in the current media.4 Where
Poster (1995, 1997) noted that with the me-
dia industries, the public sphere was often a
silent sphere, driven by the pairings of
sender±recipient, producer±consumer, then
telematics offer a ® eld of generalised interac-
tivity. Thus e-fora offer rational discourse
between symmetrical individuals, pursuing
consensus through the presentation of val-
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idity claims (Poster, 1997, p. 218). The pro-
cedures for establishing a usenet conference
involve the examination of the rationale and
presuppositions of the proposed group
through public debate and discussion (Loftal-
ian, 1996). That said, the co-present, embod-
ied encounters of Habermas’ account are
systematically denied to electronic spacesÐ
e-fora being asynchronous media as well as
disembodied. Or we might turn to the evol-
ution of multi-user gaming technology
(MOOs or multi-user dimensions object ori-
ented programming) to produce electronic
spaces where people can socialise and inter-
actÐ either through textual channels or as
`places’ that offer zones which are spatially
con® gured to allow real-time interaction (see
for example, Baym, 1998; Kolko and Reid,
1998; McLaughlin et al., 1997). The space is
the opposite of the `infobahn’ . Instead of the
productivist space of the highway, full of
surging data, there are pluriform spaces of
associative democracy (Kroker, 1996,
p. 170). An example of this in terms of urban
politics is the public electronic network of
Santa Monica. This network allowed interac-
tion between city of® cials, elected of® cials
and the populace through a series of confer-
ences (Schmitz, 1997). The effect was not as
sweeping as hyperbolic commentaries por-
tend, but it did allow some new and direct
political discussions that crossed conven-
tional boundaries.5
However, before this none-too-clever trick
of mapping one century into another gets out
of hand, there are some things that do not ® t
so well. First, the privileging of rational,
informed commentary seems to miss the
overload of information and irrational as-
pects of ¯ ame wars. Secondly, I am sceptical
about linking these developments to class
fractions. While there are arguments for `in-
formational classes’ , these often obscure rad-
ically different relationships both to the rest
of society and the information handled (see
Kumar, 1993). They seem too incoherent to
compare to the commercial bourgeoisie,
though they offer some purchase on struggles
between fractions among information pro-
ducers. Thirdly, the public sphere marched to
a public time; that is the invention of a linear
chronology allowing rational choices to pre-
dict and control the future. A real-time so-
ciety poses problems for such conceptions.
Finally, the public sphere was founded on the
invention of a stable and bounded political
self. How is this concept able to deal with the
more fragmentary, unbounded and dis-
tributed self of the network? Do we follow
Poster (1997, p. 222±224) and see a move
from validity claims being presented to using
the technology to constitute selves? Or do we
appeal to `location technologies’ designed
for `warranting’ usersÐ that is, connecting
mediated presence to a body, to create a
`socially apprehensible citizen’ (Stone, 1995,
p. 399)? In short locating the competent sub-
ject of attributable actions is rendered prob-
lematic.6
Virtual Public Spaces?
[Stone’ s] studies of electronic communi-
cation systems suggest that participants
code `virtual’ reality through categories of
`normal’ reality. They do so by communi-
cating to each other as if they were in
physical common space, as if this space
were inhabited by bodies, were mappable
by Cartesian perspective, and by regarding
the interactions as events, as fully
signi® cant in the participants’ life histories
(Poster, 1995, p. 90).
Some analyses read (virtual) urban spaces
directly into types of social worldÐ a Platon-
ism that sees a perfect correspondence be-
tween information, forms and consciousness
(Stallabrass, 1995, pp. 5 and 8). For example,
a neoclassical revivalist architecture, associ-
ated with Quinlan Terry or Christopher Alex-
ander, looks to uncover an archetypal urban
grammar in neoclassical forms that will pro-
mote a more communal, organic urban life. It
seeks to create spaces claimable and `inhabit-
able’ , in a strong sense, through which peo-
ple can shape their own collective belonging
(Howell, 1993). However, unlike modernist
civilising plans from Bentham or Fourier, the
classical techne says little about the relation-
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ship between created space and social life
(Scaff, 1995, p. 64). More interesting per-
haps are neo-rationalist interpretations by ar-
chitects like Rossi, where classical forms are
not about communal identity so much as a
freeing of the public realm from com-
modi® cation (King, 1996, p. 151). The invo-
cation of classical forms is somewhere
between inventory and memoryÐ not eternal
grammar but evoking the historical
speci® cities of past public realms. Thus the
work of architects like Leon Krir does not
aim to recreate an essential public form but
rather a relationship between new and old
forms
that will weave their path through the junk
of the commercialized city, re-establishing
a public realm and knitting together the
presently disparate bitsÐ a new order to be
layered on the urban detritus (King, 1996,
p. 152).
It is a form of building spaces for public
association that deploys strongly classical
ideas of space not to suggest classical forms
determine public life, but to animate their
cultural memory. This evocation of urban
pasts might be contrasted with more
avowedly post-modern works like Gehry’ s
Loyola Law School which assembles dis-
parate detritus, creating a public space
through fragments of temples, deliberately
incomplete, without capitols or bases, and
baroque stairs without balustrade (King,
1996, pp. 160±165). It is a physical manifes-
tation of the informational realm of the tele-
matic city, as fragmented, simultaneous
¯ ows of information. A sense of compli-
cation echoed in the avowedly deconstructive
Parc de la Villette in Paris, which takes up
Klee and Kandinsky, to produce disjunctural
landscapes, with a looping path of cinematic
images to be watched, overlain by a red grid
parodying Corbusier (King, 1996, p. 171).
How might these imaginative public
spaces of architects inform telematics? Gra-
ham and Aurigi (1997b) offer a tentative
typology separating simple electronic
brochures, then data access systems, from
those that encourage interaction by emulating
real cities, or inventing new ones. Thus Digi-
tal Amsterdam has various `agora’ for public
debate modelled on city squares as a meta-
phor for a public sphere of information and
discussionÐ urban metaphors which ex-
plicitly invoke `Athenian participatory
democracy’ (Francissen and Brants, 1998,
p. 20). One of the aims was to foster a virtual
public space where decisions can be queried
and issues discussed, in order to redress a
decline in conventional political partici-
pation. The urban metaphor seems reassur-
ing, using a vocabulary like agora and forum
in the same way that Krir evoked Western
history. More directly, the Helsinki
Arena2000 project offers a direct replication
of the city. It offers virtual visits to existing
places, with Nokia using its existing phone
system so that clicking on the door in virtual
Helsinki enables you to contact the user at
that place or ring the phone, whichever is
available.
These are visualisable, organisable spaces.
Instead of the ¯ uidity of the metropolis,
many of these environments seem rather to
echo walled cities and knowable, closed
realms of shared assumption (Nunes, 1997,
p. 171). However, the transparency of the
spaces created should give pause for thought.
In contrast to omnipolis, it is not multiplicity
of times in given spaces, but the monologue
of form representing function. We might well
criticise this dream of transparency as more
of the modernist `radiant city’ (Stallabrass,
1999, p. 111). But many designed `public
spaces’ have actually translated into lonely
squares of grass (Light, 1999, p. 124). In-
stead, with Robins (1997, 1999), we could
invoke Byzantine cities of ambiguous times,
slow action and unplanned contact instead of
the trumpeting of speed, weightlessness, fric-
tionless and painless interaction. This is not
the utopian transparency of the modernist
city recycled by cyber-enthusiasts, nor the
collapsing world of its dystopian twin. We
need to think of overlaying multipurpose
spaces. I would suggest metaphors of
labyrinthine space, offering not so much the
bird’ s eye view, but Simmel’ s city in ruins
(Featherstone, 1998, p. 918). Even the
 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on October 5, 2016usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
MIKE CRANG312
imaginings of communal and public space
deployed by virtual protagonists risk repeat-
ing a notion of presence that may be neither
tenable nor desirable. Whether the electropo-
lis is seen as helping or hindering them, good
places are typically identi® ed with a narra-
tive of wholeness. 7 There seems a danger that
political action becomes something that hap-
pens in a community or public space taken as
realÐ rather than produced through politics.
As Deutsche puts it (1996, p. 286), we have
to ask what political subject is naturalised by
perspectival space. Disorderly and confused
boundaries open up notions of publicness
that do not presuppose a claim for a subject
detached from the scene before them. A
sense of public space that does not rely on a
sovereign self, abstracted from context.
Deutsche argues that the sense of unitary
subject acting in a uni® ed public sphere was,
and is, a phantasm. The public sphere is not
an exterior space, that private individuals
enter, but a rupture in self-presence. Citing
Keenan, Deutsche (1996, p. 324) argues that
the public sphere not only never was, but
also is structurally `not here’ (see Stone and
Driscoll, 1992). Very often, the imagined
agora is a place of security and safety for the
subject. Instead, the space is `agonistic’ ,
bringing the irreconcilable and formerly sep-
arate into contact.
Thus Parc de Villette is compiled from one
rubric over another, cutting across each other
denying coherenceÐ a layering of different
types of space. Or the etchings of Piranesi in
the 18th century that, echoing anatomical
drawings, excavated Rome through ruins,
creating gaps and irruptions of the past into
the present. This sense of the public as dis-
junctural politics and space, suggests coun-
tering the narrative that the loss of the public
sphere is the loss of enclosure through ¯ ows
(Boyer, 1996, p. 206). The architect Lebbeus
Woods `freespace’ projects try to create such
an arena through an `anarchitecture’ where
there are scars and cuts, sudden discontinu-
ities and irruptions in the urban fabric. Thus
a living room is suddenly opened to the
world, or transposed to another part of the
city, blurring dimensions of inside and out,
here and there (Wood, 1998; see Novak,
1991). Indeed, attempts to use community
and spatial metaphors for on-line interaction
too often collapse when they look for whole
and coherent places rather than junctures and
connections between different spaces and
registers (Ward, 1999). These forms do not
simply reprise past public spaces, but take
them up and place them in new constellations
and assemblagesÐ not so much works of
mourning as event spaces.
Public space in virtual cities may be a
geography of events and becomings. Instead
of the desire for a coherent, visible and legi-
ble city, critiqued by de Certeau (1984) as
writing the city through the optics of control,
electronic public space is pluriform,
con¯ ictual and opaque. It is not ® xed and
standing, but is made through conjuncture.
This public space is not the binding together
into wholes, the creation of symbolisable
realities, but much more the puncturing of
representational space. Old technologies and
spatialities do not disappear but persist in an
interweaving and cross-cutting of forms and
practices. Lacan once invoked the form of
the knot, which seems to evoke the
labyrinthine, self-referring and complex un-
folding of electronic spaces. The wired city
then seems to mesh with accounts that see
the city both as social and psychic
imaginaryÐ full of anxious encounters and
projections, desires and symbols.
Concluding Remarks
Bringing this together then, it seems that
both the communal vision of cyberspace,
with its appeal to affective belonging, and
the public space of information and associa-
tional democracy have reasonable, yet
equally contestable, claims as a template for
the electropolis. The spatial imaginings of
the city seem to have drawn upon this vo-
cabulary and mobilised a rather idealised
urban historical geography. The spaces imag-
ined seem too often knowable and bounded
containers for action. They seem to empha-
sise spatialities of presence rather than frag-
mented subjects. The somewhat hyperbolic
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visions of the dissolution of the urban at least
share the ¯ avour of polyglot spatiality in the
globalised cityÐ a city of networks and con-
nections between places and the coming to-
gether of different and formerly discrete
entities (see Hannerz, 1996; Massey, 1994;
McBeath and Webb, 1995, p. 252). It might
be then that we can see a fractured public
space being formed; rather the anomalously
localised urban villages, a space that jumbles
previously distinct categories.
Electronic space interacts with urban space
to create heterarchic spaces, which disrupt
conventional boundaries (Menser, 1996).
The virtual is the multiplication of spaces,
and temporalities, in the same place (Stone,
1991). The public space of the virtual city is
thus very much the electronic agoraÐ not as
Al Gore implied in his `new Athens’ vision,
but in the sense that the agora was the point
where the conventional orderings and rules
of the classical Greek city broke down. It
was the place that disrupted the unifying
symbolism of the city, where novel forces
from outside swirled inside the walls, where
there was cultural mixing. Where the acropo-
lis held the depth of the past and unity of the
city’ s gods, the agora was about spatial ex-
tension and ¯ eeting meetings which ex-
pressed no unity (Ostwald, 1997, p. 133).
This sense of public space suggests that the
electropolis is not an alternate realm, but
offers conjunctures of different forms of
spaceÐ different electronic, physical, social
and political spaces. Running these together
produces a fractured public sphere, not one
of self-present individuals interacting, but the
interactions themselves forming a public
space that is necessarily incomplete: a space
which is one of singularity not stability, one
of partial objects not products, which re-
quires pathic knowledges not of the spatially
distinct and temporally homogeneous, but of
something experienced in fragments (Guat-
tari, 1992b).
It seems then that we should be careful of
all attempts to make these spaces coherent
and representational. Instead, perhaps they
are unsymbolisableÐ what Lacan would call
the traumatic real; as de Certeau’ s (1984)
critique suggests, the city is haunted by dif-
ferent practices and knowledges. The map-
pable, plannable electronic visions suggest
both a desire to know and the limits of that
knowing subject. Comparing these visions of
cyberspace, what they share is the haunting
by urban fears and urban imaginaries. They
speak loudly of fears of incoherence and
instability. The real city is then not the con-
trast of the electropolis with solid ground, or
¯ eshy, smelly, shoe leather and petroleum
city. The real city is then not the base around
which virtual cities encrust. Rather, it is a
hole, a puncture, created through telematics
as much as any other means; the traumatic
kernel of the real city is inarticulable. Fearful
and anxious, however, we paste over com-
forting graphics. Electropolis is another anx-
ious urban imagining, confusing and
compounding codes of order. Being always
elsewhere, it defers the idea of the presence
of the city. The ideal cityÐ be that the cyber-
utopian or the anti-cyberianÐ seems to func-
tion as a haunting ideal and necessary loss.
Notes
1. The term Cyberville was used in a Channel 4
documentary by Kai Productions in Decem-
ber, 1994, in a more ambivalent manner.
2. Slightly contrary to this, recent trends sug-
gest that text-based MUDs are some of the
most enduring computer games around, be-
cause they utilise the traditional strengths of
imaginative literature.
3. It is worth noting that in the early 1970s the
arch-communitarian Etzioni was publishing
reports on wiring local communitiesÐ but in
that case with Cable TV (Doheny-Farina,
1996, p. 162). For a critique of how this
translates social to spatial networks, see
McBeath and Webb, 1995.
4. Whether this lasts or not is a matter for
debate. It is worth remembering that tele-
phones in the US began as overlapping and
multiple networks allowing many-to-many
conversations, before being shaped into cor-
prate monopolies (Marvin, 1988).
5. Rural initiatives like the Swedish Tidsvag
noll and Montana’ s Big Sky Telegraph have
also attempted to create a virtual urban pub-
lic sphere for rural communities who were
conventionally debarred from this by scat-
tered residences and infrequent interaction
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(Schuler, 1996, pp. 96±97 and 198±199; Un-
capher, 1998)
6. For instance, MOOs offer delegated agency
where avatars and bots represent their cre-
ators, but the latter are semi-automated to
perform certain tasks. Thus when a user (rep-
resented on screen by a moving mannequin
and self-selected name) enters the virtual
cafe (designed and controlled by the host)
and is greeted by a friendly ® gure offering
some news (but which is actually a bot sub-
routine greeting every guest), then who is the
competent subject here? And who can be
held accountable under which jurisdiction for
any of the actions?
7. ª Under the protection of the word public,
some critics return to unproblematized, pre-
critical uses of the adjective realÐ real peo-
ple, real space, real social problemsº
(Deutsche, 1996, p. 318).
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